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Introducing the Problem

The coming to power of George W. Bush in the contested 2000 elections, followed by the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, set the stage for what a growing number of analysts and scholars now see as a radical turn in U.S. foreign policy and global vision.  This turn was away from the 1990s’ Clintonian project of globalization from above in which the U.S. and other rich nations had been institutionalizing neoliberal principles in global governance and opening the markets of the rest of the world to a form of “free trade” that would benefit First World nations and an emerging transnational capitalist elite.  The new post-September 11 foreign policy would look very different:  under the aegis of a “global war on terror,” the U.S. quickly achieved the fall of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, which had in fact harbored Osama bin Laden and his al-Qaeda network (although neither he nor much of his network were apprehended).  In the course of 2002 and into 2003, the Bush administration made its public, international case for the invasion of Iraq and the overthrow of Saddam Hussein on the pretexts that the latter’s possession of weapons of mass destruction and links to al-Qaeda posed an imminent danger to the United States.  In fact, neither justification had any basis in fact;  moreover, we now know that the Bush administration had taken its decision as early as July 2002, as evidenced by British intelligence director Sir Richard Dearlove’s report to leading British officials on July 23, 2002, the minutes of which read:
[Dearlove] reported on his recent talks in Washington.  There was a perceptible shift in attitude.  Military action was now seen as inevitable.  Bush wanted to remove Saddam, through military action, justified by the conjunction of terrorism and WMD.  But the intelligence and facts were being fixed around the policy.  The NSC [National Security Council] had no patience with the UN route, and no enthusiasm for publishing material on the Iraqi regime’s record.  There was little discussion in Washington of the aftermath after military action (Danner 2005, quoting the London Sunday Times, May 1, 2005).

These few words reveal much about the new policy:  the U.S. would use military means to overturn governments it felt inimical to its interests, would proceed in the absence of broad international support, would distort the “facts” and lie to convince its allies and sway popular opinion behind the wisdom of its course, and would do all this without much thought for the aftermath of conquest.  

Developments since the March 2003 conquest of Iraq have suggested the grave consequences of this approach to foreign policy:  the U.S. is embroiled in an intractable conflict in Iraq with no end in sight, despite the wish of a clear majority of the Iraqi people that the U.S. withdraw.  Moreover, international law is threatened as are the peoples of targeted societies.  As the costs of this war mount, the U.S. economy slips further into debt and deficits that are alarming global elites, creating a growing risk of severe crisis in the world economy and in the U.S. (Becker and Andrews 2004).  The Bush administration has mobilized a distinct, if contradictory, constituency for its domestic agenda, comprised of tax cuts for the rich, plans to privatize social security and redistribute pension funds to Wall Street, the complete roll-back of New Deal poverty relief and the already meager safety nets for the poor, working, and middles classes.  It has renewed attacks on environmental protection programs as well as on privacy, the rights of women, and the separation of church and state while turning its back on the rest of the world’s attempts to make progress on such deadly looming problems as global warming and the coming inability of oil reserves to meet world demand.  Bush’s foreign policy has openly declared military aggression as national policy and attempted to re-legitimate militarism in the eyes of the American public, at the expense of a true security that could be achieved through a rational and collective pursuit of a peaceful and just world order (Gareau 2004, Johnson 2004).  
Current U.S. foreign policy seems driven in part by the desire to secure control over oil fields.  The invasion of Iraq is only the most obvious evidence of this; there are also the threats made against the governments of Iran and Venezuela, and an uneasy partnership with the Saudi monarchy.  Is this a logical way to deal with the problem of peak oil?  It is likely to lead to a far more unstable world politically, and a less democratic one, as militarism and intervention do not foster democracy in our understanding of world history.  


Even if the U.S. could militarily gain control of much of the world’s oil supply, this would only make it the imperialist superpower that all nations would hate, and ultimately Americans would live in a world of warfare at home and poverty everywhere.  The lives Americans lead now – of productive work, of culture and leisure, of rearing children who might hope to have fulfilling lives of their own – would become a thing of the past.  American democracy would cease to exist in such a dystopian world of the survival of the fittest, and a horrible kind of survival at that.

This is the present state and future trend of U.S. foreign policy that has generated so much critical analysis and is the most visible factor demanding that scholars refocus their attention on U.S. foreign policy as a global form of social control.  While the current crisis urgently requires in-depth empirical study and analysis, what we propose as our version of a sociology of U.S. foreign policy is a broad framework for understanding and theorizing the foreign policy of the United States in all of its dimensions, contemporary and historical.  In this essay, we seek simultaneously to call for a new field in sociology, to identify some of the questions, issues, and theoretical perspectives appropriate to it, and to make a few preliminary suggestions about the best ways to move it forward.  We are under no illusion that a majority of U.S. sociologists will agree with our perspective:  hence the need for a “manifesto” of sorts.  But there is a movement afoot in American sociology for a “public sociology,” a commitment to open and frank discussion of pressing critical issues.  We also wish to engage a broader public among academics and activists about the nature of U.S. foreign policy with an eye toward reorienting it back toward the other end of the spectrum of possibilities – a more just and democratic set of international relations.  Utopian as this may appear, and notwithstanding the odds of venturing very far along this spectrum, the need to make the effort is indispensable, given the extent of the crisis that much of the world – and U.S. academics in particular – are sleepwalking toward.
A Sociological Framework for the Study of the Causes and Contradictions of U.S. Foreign Policy


The first great political crisis of the post-cold war era dramatically demonstrates the urgent need for sociological analysis of U.S. foreign policy.  Understanding the social and historical origins, agents, capacities, institutions, class and racial dynamics, ideologies, and legitimation of the American imperial project is vital for securing a future defined by social justice rather than domination.  Now is the moment to build a sociology of U.S. foreign policy.


Such a project would directly attend to the actions of the state without losing sight of society, including other forums of social activity and organization that are often excluded from studies of politics or the state, but inform questions of consent, identity, order, and the character of foreign policy as a form of social control.  The traditional yet artificial social science disciplinary distinctions – between the state and society, between the public and the private, and between domestic and foreign policy – constrict the scope of phenomena that must be considered to account for the social bases of power at all levels of analysis.  A sociological perspective disavows consideration of U.S. foreign policy in isolation from the activities of corporations, think-tanks, NGOs, the mass media, cultural institutions, and other types of organizations and networks that all have become social locations for the construction and carrying-out of foreign policy.  

The sociology of U.S. foreign policy treats such activities as historically constructed social phenomena, conceived and carried out by people in specific social contexts.  What might be called the “doing of foreign policy” (after West and Fenstermaker 1995) is achieved not only through rational calculations of “interests,” but through ultimately social determinations of meaning and performances of identity.  The dominant political science frameworks for analyzing foreign policy focus on decision-makers and assume their rationality, however bounded.  In doing so, they take for granted the meanings (and thus the rationality) of the social contexts in which foreign policy events arise.  While this approach has been thoroughly critiqued in the field of international relations (c.f. Allison 1971) such critiques have neither displaced the dominant mode of analysis nor produced alternative frameworks that are fully able to account for the social bases of U.S. foreign policy.  What if, as we suspect, foreign policy is no longer rational in the traditional sense, but predominantly short-sighted, irrational, and detached from more encompassing social logics that may lead to a stable and peaceful world order (cf. Bamyeh 2000)?  

Lastly, the sociology of U.S. foreign policy provides an anti-teleological perspective on the discourses, rationales, and ideologies that motivate foreign policy.  That is, our understanding of sociology does not assume that history or human society is improving or inevitably moving closer to perfection.  As such, it is an antidote to dominant discourses about right and might and seeks to expose the power relationships behind them.

The sociology of U.S. foreign policy takes as its terrain the social ordering of power, now at the global level, which depends on a host of individual and institutional relationships and contradictions.  The rich theoretical traditions of sociology, with thorough attention to the interplay of structure and agency and of culture and economy, provide powerful tools well-suited to accommodate the wide range of issues that are required for understanding U.S. foreign policy as a global mechanism for ordering social power.  Importantly, a sociological perspective sensitizes us to the need to construct conceptual categories – to theorize – that, while drawing heavily on historical accounts, will provide tools for evaluating long-term trends or novelties and determining which events, relationships, and actors are most relevant to current and future organizations of world power.


In this essay we seek to construct a broad analytic framework which focuses not only on the organization and activities of the U.S. government as structured by a global political economy, but also on the cultural conditions and social formations that shape and legitimate those activities.  Our intent is not to provide detailed analysis but to suggest how seemingly disparate questions and subjects are intimately related to the enacting and construction of U.S. foreign policy, and why sociology offers the most promising set of approaches for doing and understanding this.  It is the job of an engaged, serious, public sociology to analyze and confront the social basis of this global projection of power.  This calls for a multi-level sociological approach that not only incorporates consideration of specific agents and of states, but also the broad sets of social relations – what we might call “rich social relations” -- in which both are situated.  We wish to put up for a wider and more in-depth set of discussions such questions as what is U.S. foreign policy?  Where does it come from?  Who “does” U.S. foreign policy?  What forces shape it?  What are its outcomes and for whom?  How is resistance to it generated?  What are its long-term prospects?


To answer questions such as these, we need conceptual tools that draw on a variety of disciplines and perspectives, capable of identifying the range of structural factors at work – from global political economy to the environment, the militarization of foreign policy, the geo-politics of social control, and the domestic side of foreign policy.  Beyond this already ample project we need to consider the full array of cultural determinants of foreign policy – matters that range from the ways that race, class, and gender are embedded in foreign policy, to the discourses and ideologies used to legitimize public policy, to the social psychological issues of securing popular consent and hegemony more generally.  Finally, we should seek ways to make connections between these usually disparate elements, and some way of tying them together:  we shall do this through a focus on what we call “rich social relations.”  Along the way, not only the determinants of U.S. foreign policy but its contradictions may emerge in ways that offer openings to those of us who wish to see a radical reversal of its course, at home and abroad.
Structural Factors


U.S. foreign policy is embedded in global ecological and political economic structures which have deep histories as well as unique contemporary features.  Approaching U.S. foreign policy from a sociological perspective must attend to multi-faceted structural dimensions, such as the strategic importance of oil to global capitalism, the environmental impacts of fossil fuel consumption, and the ever increasing dominance of corporate control over government and military apparatuses – in sum, the politics and economics of globalization.
The political economy of globalization


World-systems theorists tie the rise and fall of hegemonic states to long-term economic tendencies (Wallerstein 2003).  In this view, the situation of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of a half century of cold war between 1989 and 1991 left the United States as a solitary hegemonic power in an increasingly capitalist global economy.  This global economy, with its institutions of the World Trade Organization (WTO), International Monetary Fund (IMF), and World Bank (WB), its increasingly transnational capitalist elite at the head of immense corporations, and its leadership by a geo-politically triumphant United States, began to emerge in the 1990s under the aegis of a neoliberal globalization from above (Robinson 2004b).  International organizations like the United Nations and European Union were to smooth the political bumps along the path, reducing, if not eliminating the need for military solutions to international conflicts.

Under the boom conditions of the 1990s, the Clinton administration took the lead in creating the institutional structures and political conditions to make this globalization project work.  By the end of the decade, however, trends were not so clear, as evidence mounted that world income inequality was growing, that underlying problems of capitalist overproduction had not been solved, as China rose to prominence as an economic competitor just as other prosperous East Asian economies proved vulnerable to the instabilities caused by the new financial markets, as trade gaps and budget deficits slowed down U.S. and other First World economies, and as the wisdom of neoliberal orthodoxy came increasingly into question (Brenner 2002).  World-systems theorists argued that, despite the boom of the 1990s, the U.S. was in decline as the hegemonic state, with productive innovation relocating elsewhere and the U.S. economy continuing its dangerous shift towards financial speculation (Arrighi 2005;  Arrighi, Silver, and Ahmad 1999, Boswell and Chase-Dunn 2000, Wallerstein 2002).  This is the situation the Bush administration would inherit in 2001.

Contextualizing U.S. foreign policy within the larger historical tendencies of the rise and fall of great powers, as well as in the shifting framework of the contemporary economics of globalization is critical for understanding the novelties of the current moment and theorizing the long-term outcomes of policy decisions and is central to the sociology of U.S. foreign policy.  World-system theory, other perspectives in the sociology of development, and the sociology of globalization literature are all relevant to this project, and different scholars will emphasize their own preferences in political economy.
The ecological dimension

By the first years of the twenty-first century, the ecological constraints to a fossil fuel-based global economy had been widely recognized (Foster 2005, McKibben 2005).  Chief among these constraints is  the reality of global warming as a threat to coming generations, a problem driven by the frenzied overconsumption of fossil fuels, and addressable only by a wide coalition of First and Third World economic powers such as came together in the Kyoto Protocol to limit the emission of greenhouse gases.  The United States stuck its head in the sand and refused to join the Protocol under Clinton or Bush, an ominous sign for the rest of the world and for future generations that again revealed the short-sightedness and isolationism of American political economic planning.

The related issue of “peak oil” production may have gotten more attention from the Bush administration, even as this emphasis has been largely hidden from public view.  As analysts came increasingly to a consensus that world oil reserves and new discoveries would sooner rather than later prove insufficient to meet world demand, and that world peak oil production might crest and level off or start to decline by 2010 or even earlier (Davis 2004, Heinberg 2003, Savinar 2004), this put the price and supply of oil squarely at the center of U.S. calculations about energy policy, a development facilitated by the multiple connections of George Bush and members of his administration to the oil industry.  These considerations appear to loom large among the less-stated reasons for the invasion of Iraq and the announced designs on Iran, as well as the 2002 attempted coup against the Chávez government in Venezuela.  Here we see the embeddedness of political economy within ecological constraints, and the effects of both on the shaping of foreign policy.  There are easy links to make here to the domestic political economy of U.S. foreign policy, as oil prices rise, in turn fueling the return of inflation and, quite possibly, recession or worse.
The corporate militarization of foreign policy

Faced with the global political economy traced out above, the Bush administration opted for a hyper-militarization of U.S. foreign policy soon after taking office, and put that policy into effect after September 11.  The seeming rationale for this reliance on military power as the best option to achieve its foreign policy goals is that this is the only dimension of power where the United States truly is the world’s superpower, though some question the ability of the U.S. to wage war against any but the weakest of countries (Mann 2003).  But, by any conventional measure, American military might is astounding:  an archipelago of bases worldwide gives the U.S. the capacity to deliver rapid military blows virtually anywhere (Johnson 2004);  Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld’s “revolution in military affairs” favors a highly mobile, technologically sophisticated set of battle plans (Roxborough 2003);  the military budget and the supplemental appropriations for the occupation of Iraq have grown to such massive proportions that the U.S. outspends its next ten rivals combined in its military budget;  the plans for the militarization of space will open up a new arms race which only the U.S. has the science and money to “win.”  This is in addition to the continued arming of Israel and its neighboring states, where weapons and their delivery systems are the number one U.S. export to the region (Zunes 2003).  Such activities are a major boon to U.S. arms manufacturers and contractors yet fuel the cycle of violence between Arabs and Israelis, create a financial drain on recipient regimes, promote anti-American sentiment by arming repressive regimes, and create pressures for nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons proliferation as both governments and terrorist groups seek to level the playing field of military competition.  The result is a hugely augmented corporate-military complex to make weapons, provision armies, operate bases, and engage in “reconstruction” projects abroad (Klein 2005) in an attempt to maintain the global relations of inequality exacerbated by neoliberal globalization.  The segment of the U.S. elite that provides such products and services is thus a key actor in the shaping of the country’s foreign policy.
Corporations in particular often engage directly in foreign policy activities.  The activities of major oil companies such as Shell and Unocal look very much like extensions of activities of the CIA and other formal apparatuses of the U.S. government.  What has been the historical relationship between corporations and other non-governmental agencies and the “doing” of U.S. foreign policy?  One key instance was the role of IT&T in facilitating the blockade of Chile and the overthrow of Chilean President Salvador Allende (Blum 2004).  More recently, Unocal has been forced to accept responsibility for the abuse of Burmese labor during the construction of a pipeline (Dale forthcoming).  Similarly, corporate-controlled foreign direct investment has the capacity to weigh-in on the domestic politics of any nation that is dependent upon such investment flows (Los Angeles Times, July 6,  2002).

Such private control over the flows of investment (though frequently in close cooperation with multilateral agencies and governments) has been a central tool in the enforcement of neoliberal orthodoxy.  Witness also the legal structure put in place in Iraq by U.S. proconsul Paul Bremer in 2003 in the form of some one hundred “orders,” one of which decreed that 200 Iraqi state-owned companies and banks be privatized:  “Collectively, they lay down the foundations for the real US objective in Iraq, apart from keeping control of the oil supply, namely the imposition of a neoliberal capitalist economy controlled and run by US transnational corporations” (Meacher 2005).  How such corporate activities synchronize with the stated and unstated goals of the U.S. government is another subject requiring sustained empirical research.

The geo-politics of projected global social control
The geo-political dimension of U.S. foreign policy can be considered under two rubrics:  first, an increasing interest in what the Bush administration calls “democracy promotion,” ironically achieved by force in most cases, and the societal “reconstruction” that follows military conquest (another irony insofar as candidate Bush had said that the U.S. should not be in the business of nation-building) (Klein 2005).  Democracy, of course, has many meanings and degrees.  The most useful critical concept for understanding the sort of democratic regime that U.S. foreign policy now claims to be in favor of is what William Robinson calls “polyarchy:”  an elite-controlled democracy not truly open to the left or to forces that would question the U.S. vision for the world (Robinson 1996, 2004a).

Second, there is the Bush administration’s demand for unquestioned support of U.S. projection of power as in the interest of all elite actors in the system, and as beneficial to the people of the world.  The assertion of the right to preemptive war threatens those that resist U.S. power while unraveling long held principles of global politics and resurrecting warfare to a central place in international governance (Falk 2005).  The expectation that the U.S. will get its way on these terms is increasingly unrealistic, as evidenced both by world public opinion polls and the withdrawal of their forces by many of the U.S.’s ostensible coalition partner in Iraq.  The July 2005 G-8 meeting in Scotland revealed the degree to which the U.S. is out of step on matters of concern to other First World centers of power, particularly on the climate and on debt relief in Africa.
Putting it all together structurally

The various structural dimensions of the political economic, environmental, military, and geo-political as intertwined determinants of U.S. foreign policy go a long way toward explaining the radical departure of the Bush administration from the Clintonian project of a less openly coercive, multinational control over globalization from above.  One may argue that Clinton put in place many of these features, and that the Bush administration adheres of much of the neoliberal model of globalization from above, but it is harder to sustain the argument that the current administration’s vision of a U.S.-dominated, imperial-style globalization is a mere outgrowth of the Clinton version.  It is surely something much deeper, more aggressive, more dangerous, and more likely to engender resistance and unintended consequences in the form of “blowback” (Johnson  2000) of all kinds.  In the current moment, determining the social origins of this radical turn of the Bush administration is a central project for the sociology of U.S foreign policy and for those seeking a more rational and even-handed approach to global governance.  The ways in which these multiple macro-structural elements may be put together are varied enough to support a variety of syntheses, and are further multiplied by consideration of the cultural dimensions that exist alongside them.
Cultural Factors



U.S. foreign policy is a complex social phenomenon that is not only driven by political economic factors, but is enacted, supported, and legitimated (or resisted) by a much wider array of social forces, both in the U.S. and abroad.  We understand the activities of the U.S. state as continuous with various forms of social organization and activity, such as the social constructions of race, class, and gender;  discursive formulations of reality, ideology, religion;  and the social psychology of obedience, fear, and identity, among others.  Such considerations are often excluded from studies of politics or the state, but inform questions of consent, order, and the character of foreign policy as a form of social control.  Approaching U.S. foreign policy from a sociological perspective must not only attend to political economy but also to these multi-faceted cultural dimensions where we can ask:  How do people think of themselves in relation to the activities of the state?  What makes the activities of government seem legitimate or not?  How do people come to resist or obey?  To understand these aspects of the problem, we must consider the multiple cultural dimensions of U.S. foreign policy.
Race, class, gender
Before we can meaningfully talk about who supports and opposes a foreign policy, we need a way to conceptualize social structure that attends to the dimensions of race and gender in addition to sociology’s longer-standing emphasis on social class.  In the field of ethnic and racial studies, Michael Omi and Howard Winant have elaborated the concept of a “racial formation” -- a term they use to capture both a social structure based on unequal access to resources and power, and a set of cultural or ideological constructs that legitimate these relations (Omi and Winant 1994, 63, 68).  They thus seek to integrate economic, political, and cultural levels of analysis, seeing society as consisting of cross-cutting “racial projects” by both elites and ordinary people in “an effort to reorganize the social structure along particular racial lines:”
“Subjective” phenomena -- racial identities, popular culture, “common sense” -- and social structural phenomena such as political movements and parties, state institutions and policies, market processes, and so on are all potential sources of racial projects (Winant 1994, 139).

Winant and Omi insist that race is not a reflection of class, thereby shifting class and economic analysis from their positions at the center of social structural analysis by bringing in race alongside class, and culture and consciousness alongside political economy.  This is a clear step toward a more complex conceptual patterning of societies, even as it ignores gender altogether and sometimes threatens to replace class with race as a key concept.  We should build on Omi and Winant’s notion toward a fuller one of a “class-racial-gender formation,” itself understood both in terms of social meanings and social structure.

This is a very complex project indeed, one which can be tackled in a number of ways.  We will suggest only a few of its points of relevance to the current situation of U.S. foreign policy.  The easy blending of racism and what Edward Said called Orientalism (1978) is apparent in the early post-invasion discourse of Iraq as a “sick society” found in the popular press of the U.K and U.S.  This racialized discourse of Iraqi infirmity attempts to explain why U.S. forces weren’t welcomed in Baghdad with candy and flowers and to justify the delay of the transfer of real power to Iraqi actors or the lack of any timetable for the full withdrawal of U.S. forces.  In the telling remarks of a U.S. soldier:  “The Iraqis are a sick people and we are the chemotherapy.  I am starting to hate this country.  Wait till I get hold of a friggin’ Iraqi.  No I won’t get hold of one.  I’ll just kill him” (from the Sunday Times, as quoted in Ali  2003b, 14-15).  Racial and racist discourses are powerful determinants of social control and, as other scholars have observed, are deeply entwined in methods of colonial governance and the approach to the subjugation of occupied peoples, including those of Iraq (Go 2004;  Martinot 2003a).  How racial discourses operate in the pacification of Iraq has begun to receive some needed critical attention (Herbert 2005, Martinot 2003c).  The degree of anti-Muslim sentiment in U.S. society also requires analysis here, alongside the general “threat” and fear of the non-white in the U.S. (Martinot 2003b). 
Patriarchy also plays its part in the making of U.S. foreign policy.  We might ask such questions as:   How are women and children affected by the war in Iraq?  How does gender manifest itself in the prosecution of the war, and in the tortures at Abu Ghraib prison? In a February 2003 journal entry that is worth quoting at length, writer Wallace Shawn evokes the social psychology of the administration in terms that capture the patriarchal and racist culture it bathes in, raising the question of whose leaders are sick:

Why are we being so ridiculously polite?  It’s as if there were some sort of gentleman’s agreement that prevents people from stating the obvious truth that Bush and his colleagues are exhilarated and thrilled by the thought of war, by the thought of the incredible power they will have over so many people, by the thought of the immensity of what they will do, by the scale, the massiveness of the bombing they’re planning, the killing, the blood, the deaths, the horror….

From the first days after the World Trade Center fell, you could see in their faces that, however scary it might be holding the jobs they held, however heavy the responsibility might be for steering the ship of state in such troubled times, they in fact were loving it.  Those faces glowed.  You could see that special look that people always have when they’ve just been seized by that most purposeless of all things, a sense of purpose.  This, combined with a lust for blood, makes for particularly dangerous leaders, so totally driven by their desire for violence that they’re almost incapable of hearing anyone else’s pleas for compromise or for peace….

In other words, the only thing you can really say about them is that like all of those who for fifty years have sat in offices in Washington and dreamed of killing millions of enemies with nuclear weapons and chemical weapons and biological weapons, these people are sick.  They have an illness.  And it’s getting to the point where there may be no cure (Shawn 2003, 26).

Though such a speculative reading of the deepest desires of Rumsfeld, Bush, and their associates is of course beyond empirical verification, it serves to point us toward the unexamined racism and patriarchy that shape the social psychology of U.S. foreign policy in the Third World.  Much more should be done to explore the complex configurations of race/ethnicity, gender, and class that shape U.S. foreign policy, making use of the insights of feminist scholars and writers such as Cynthia Enloe and Arundhati Roy, among others.

Discourse, ideology, and conservative social movements


Discourse and ideology are among the cultural practices integral to the “doing” of U.S. foreign policy.  For our purposes we draw an analytical distinction between political economy and discourse, though clearly, in practice, such a distinction does not exist.  The current example of the foreign policy of the Bush administration draws two key discourses – neo-conservatism and evangelical Christianity – into an uneasy partnership with the hegemonic elite ideology of neoliberalism.  Between September 11, 2001 and the first year of the occupation of Iraq, these discourses were used to solidify a domestic social bloc that achieved unprecedented changes in American and world society.


There are a number of shared positions between evangelicalism and neo-conservatism, most important of which is perhaps an elision of American nationalism with “God’s chosen people” and a teleological view of history as leading to the inevitable and benevolent championing of America (the good) over evil.  There are other conjunctures that must also be explored, such as a virtually unconditional support for Israel and the millennial thought present in both societies (cf. Fukuyama 1992).  Yet the relationship between the two movements and between them and neoliberalism is an uneasy one and the contradictions among these movements, as well as their relationship to fundamentalist Islam (cf. the BBC documentary The Power of Nightmares), demands sociological attention.

We must therefore address the historical origins of both neoconservatism and evangelical Christianity as ideologies and as social movements.  This includes identifying the key actors as well as the networks of think-tanks, corporations, and political bodies that develop and promote their ideas.  Many of the ideological and policy rationales for the current U.S. assertion of unilateralism, militarism, and imperial control derive primarily from a small group of extreme right-wing neoconservatives, one of whose original bases was in the Project for a New American Century (PNAC).  We therefore need to devote more analytical attention to PNAC’s members and other “defense planners” such as Paul Wolfowitz, Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Richard Perle, and Douglas Feith, and their “intellectual adornments” (Ali 2003b), a gendered list that would include Francis Fukuyama, Samuel Huntington, Henry Kissinger, Zalmay Khalilzad, Kenneth Pollack, William Kristol, and Robert Kagan.  We should be scrutinizing their views as well as related strategic documents if we are interested in exploring the worldview of policy-makers (see Mann 2004).  Their ideas date back at least to the 1996 article by William Kristol and Robert Kagan, “Toward a Neo-Reaganite Foreign Policy,” whose foundation would be “military supremacy and moral confidence” (Kristol and Kagan 1996, some of which can be found at www.ceip.org).  The manifold similarities of PNAC’s position with the ominous September 2002 National Security Strategy published by the White House also deserve study.  That document states “While the United States will constantly strive to enlist the support of the international community, we will not hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise our right of self defense by acting preemptively against such terrorists” (quoted in Berry 2003, 1).  An influential precursor can be found in the pre-terrorist days of 1992, when Wolfowitz authored a paper for then Secretary of Defense Cheney bearing the title “Project for a New American Century” that drew so much criticism from the foreign policy establishment that then president George Bush senior had to disavow it (Mailer 2003, 60-61).


Moreover, we should consider ideological movements as historical social processes.  In the present instance, we may ask what were the social contexts for the rise of neoliberalism (Dezalay and Garth 2002)?  In what ways do the ideologies of evangelical Christianity, neoliberalism, neoconservatism, and fundamentalist Islam relate to modernity and western liberalism?  In what ways are they a reaction to the civil rights, equal rights, and human rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s?  In what ways are they new? 


There is room here for much more analysis in the tradition of C. Wright Mills and William G. Domhoff:  to study the social networks that tie together the social, political, and economic relations of conservatism and their rise to the forefront of U.S. foreign policy.  Moreover, we must attune ourselves to how these ideologies have been diffused, how they generate adherents, and how people come to believe them as true. Such beliefs are a vital undercurrent of U.S. foreign policy.  
Consent and Social Control


Thus, one interesting puzzle stemming from the lead-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq is how the American people – in large numbers if the 2004 U.S. presidential election is to be taken as an indicator – managed to believe or not care that they were being misled by the Bush administration’s faulty and changing rationales.  The “doing” of U.S. foreign policy is premised on the participation, consent, and if need be, coercion of civil societies – the American, in particular, but also the rest of the world to some degree. 


The question of consent invokes a large literature that considers why people tend to do what they are told to do by those in positions of authority.  This literature is generated by a diverse array of theoretical traditions and includes key tools of sociological inquiry that should be deployed in understanding U.S. foreign policy as a complex social phenomenon.  Max Weber argued that there are three basic justifications for domination based on ideal types of legitimate domination -- traditional, rational-legal, and charismatic –fundamentally rooted in “robust motives of fear and hope” of punishment and reward (1958, 78).  Drawing on Weber, Mann (1986) argues that popular consent stems from the institutionalization of authoritative control into diffuse power networks and organizational structures from which people cannot escape to develop alternative power relations.  In this vein, Arendt (1973) and Milgram (1974) argue that consent is, in part, derived from the social division of labor which alienates the individual from his or her actions and diverts responsibility for brutality and violence.  In particular, Milgram’s findings suggest that the obedience of Americans to the authority of the government has less to do with a broad, pluralistic consensus about appropriate government, law, or the values of the American social-political system in general than it does with other social processes, including socialization through education and the increasing dominance of bureaucratic authority, which together result in a tendency towards legitimation of authority and social stability.  In this equation, consent is a product of institutional constellations of education, bureaucracy, universities, media, churches, and families.  


In this regard, Milgram comes very close to the cultural Marxist tradition (Althusser 1972, Gramsci 1972, 1992, Poulantzas 2000), which argues that consent stems from the creation of subjects through social institutions.  That is, individuals and their perceptions of themselves, the meanings that they ascribe to their social world and their identities are products of social education and the cultivation of “common sense” through the apparatuses of schooling, family, churches, and political parties.  These institutions reproduce practical (yet profoundly ideological) knowledge of how to “act-in-the-world” in ways that ensure submission to power.  Individuals are shaped by them to spontaneously offer their consent to those in power as the right and natural thing to do.  And when spontaneous consent fails, the coercive apparatuses of the state are available. 

Cultural Marxism, especially as articulated through the Frankfurt School, embraced psychoanalysis as central to its sociological theory.  Adorno et al. (1969), Reich (1946), and more recent scholars (Greenberg and Jonas 2003, Jost et al. 2003a,  2003b) link the propensity towards obedience to fascist leaders to enduring personality structures inculcated at an early age from authoritarian family structures, sexual repression, and hierarchical social environments.  The critical insight from all of these authors is that authoritarian political systems are a social reflection of the character of individuals who support them.  Consent to authority is thus far more complicated than adherence to particular ideologies or some sort of material self-interest.  Consent is about identities and the kinds of relationships within which lives are led.  The production and performance of subjectivities through such rich social relations is integral to the “doing” of U.S. foreign policy. 


What then is distinctive about American social organization, norms, family psychology, or other factors that engender support for hegemonic foreign policy?  While such an encompassing question cannot be fully addressed here, we suggest some avenues of sociological inquiry.
Identity


Cultural analyses of identity serve as an additional framework through which to think about how social formations are constructed, how allegiances are formed, and how enemy “others” are defined.  This too addresses the question of consent as it focuses in on how individuals think of themselves in relation to others.  Some have argued that identity formation as a social process of capitalist society generates a tendency towards consent through the construction of identities defined by individualistic, privatized, and externally determined values (Dunn 1998, Flacks 1988).  Such an external orientation makes us vulnerable to discourses of danger and vulnerable to the marketing of grand historical narratives and myths that feed our need for purpose and meaning (cf. Falasca-Zamponi 1997).  Can identities be diverted into less antagonistic forms, into consent – from citizen to consumer;  from oppressed into patriot;  from worker to “team-member”?  Are some identities more important than others in relationship to state power?  Are some more or less antagonistic?  More or less revolutionary?  More or less stable?  Or are there serious inducements that might lead to the embodiment of a consumerist identity, not only more easily, but almost permanently?  What is the nature of agency when it comes to the “doing of identity”?  How constraints on identity shape the adoption of particular identities in diverse contexts is central to understanding social power.  Sociological analyses of identity can address these questions in relation to U.S. foreign policy.  


Robert Jay Lifton describes the process of creating consent for the Bush administration’s policies following 9/11 as “mobilization of public excitement to the point of collective experience of transcendence.  War becomes heroic, even mythic, a task that must be carried out for the defense of one’s nation, to sustain its special historical destiny and the immortality of its people” (quoted in Piven 2004, 32).  The “special” historic destiny of mythic America is well established and inculcated into American youth at an early age as part of the “Imagineering” of U.S. nationalism and has deep roots in American anti-communist mobilizations (Ahmed 2003, Anderson  1991, Walt Disney International 2005a, 2005b);  the term as used by Walt Disney International refers both to employees -- “Imagineers” -- and to the act of “Imagineering” marketed to children on their website, which purportedly combines creativity and engineering to solve problems.  For us it is suggestive of the corporate manipulation of culture.

The mythic dimensions of shared experience described by Lifton’s “collective experience of transcendence” are a kind of social production that draws to the fore deeply ingrained shared meanings.  Here consent emerges from the social through collective experience and shared understanding – an entire “social imaginary” (Widick 2004).  Such shared experience may initially produce a “delirium,” a “frenzy,” in this case an out-pouring of nationalistic sentiment, that was carefully – if bluntly – scripted through the discourses of neoconservatism and evangelical Christianity into the “with us or against us” “fight-terror-law-and-order patriotism in the country that minimizes dissent” (Ali 2003a, 153).  It permitted an overt and ambitious imperial agenda to be clearly articulated publicly as legitimate and even rational, and in part to escape detection or negative evaluation of its imperial design. 

The social psychological processes of patriotism and consent have deep roots in American social life.  The current crisis has reinforced those tendencies in many.  Such collective psychological processes are a profound resource for the conduct of U.S. foreign policy and require sociological analysis to tie this level of social activity to that of the reception – positive or negative – of foreign policy.

Mass Media


Mass media is central to the framing of foreign policy and to the meaning it holds for individuals in their daily lives.  Kellner (2003) notes how terrorist acts, particularly those of 9/11 and the subsequent anthrax scare, were presented as media spectacles to achieve particular political objectives.  Such objectives included the spread of fear and anxiety – the cultivation of a collective frenzy – which became politically useful for the curtailment of civil liberties, the dampening of dissent, and the legitimization of large-scale violence.  In fact, “theatrical micromilitarism,” Emmanuel Todd’s argument that the destruction of Iraq was a “performance” of America’s power and indispensability against a “weak villain” is entirely reliant upon the spectacle-obsessed mass media (2003, 134).  


The media produces frames for foreign policy events through hi-tech and flashy visual production that make the world appear as though it were a disaster film with heroes and villains and, ultimately, a positive resolution (Jasper 2005, Kellner, 2003, Nideffer 1994).  The disaster film narrative is highly manipulable.  In 2002-3, the major American news corporations demonstrated high levels of self-censorship and uncritical participation in the dissemination of misperceptions (Hiro 2004, Kull, Ramsay, and Lewis 2002, Rainey 2005).   The vision of warfare as free from gore and human tragedy, the invisibility of maimed and lifeless American bodies, have made death in Iraq seem antiseptic, contributing to the further militarization of society by normalizing the destruction of human life as clean and distant and thus an acceptable outcome of public policy (Rainey 2005, Hiro 2004).  This leads us to suggest that the media is a partner in the foreign policy goals of the U.S. government (cf. Dorman and Farhang 1987).  It too engages in U.S. foreign policy and should be examined in this light.  Dissenting views and inconvenient facts had trouble rising to national visibility until the multiple mis-steps of the Bush administration forced themselves into public view beginning in 2004 with public revelation of torture at Abu Ghraib (Hersh 2004).  In this respect, the electronic mass media of internet and web logs, far freer spaces for the dissemination of critical views (for one such site among many, see www.tomdispatch.com), must be considered a force for countering elite hegemonic projects.  In the end, are citizens more or less susceptible to official justifications, and how might we map the contours of this divide?   

Putting it all together: a focus on rich social relations


The ideologies of neo-conservatism and evangelical Christianity, the social-psychology of consent and identity, and the dramatic impact of media frames and discourses are components of the cultural dynamic of U.S. foreign policy, requiring that we look at the rich social relations upon which the policy depends.  Drawing on Poulantzas (2000), we may say that the government is only the “public kernel” of the state;  that is, the ordering of social power exceeds the narrow confines of governmental agencies and points both to larger social formations and smaller micro-processes as key elements for understanding conflict and resistance in a global field of power.  We need to focus on sets of social relations beyond decision-makers and governmental agencies, both below them and above them, both micro and macro in nature, and both cultural and political economic.  None of these institutions – government, business, or civil society – are autonomous actors but each instead is grounded in the structures of daily life and lived experience.  Viewing the foreign policy of the United States through the lens of the state as a field of contestation between social forces, as greater than the “public kernel” of the governmental apparatus, undermines inherited and reified conceptions of what foreign policy is and helps illuminate the many connections between the private lives of people, their governments, and the global exercise of both consensual and coercive power.


Corporations, NGOs, and other institutions, like churches and think tanks, engage in foreign policy, both on their own and through governments, transnational activities, lobbying, intellectual production, and the mobilization of their constituencies.  In the current crisis, it was not just the hawks in the White House pushing for war and heightened military expenditures, but the network of think-tanks that provided ideological justification, the corporate media that promoted those justifications, the networks of churches that mobilized their adherents to give money and vote appropriately, Boeing, Lockheed Martin, and the military-industrial complex, each of which have hundreds of thousands of employees (Burbach and Tarbell 2004, Hiro 2004,  Johnson 2004, Piven 2004).  Understanding U.S. foreign policy requires sociological analysis of a web of rich social relations which shape its direction and rationales, and underpin its legitimacy.  At the same time, such a wider view also brings into focus forces of resistance, what Jonathan Schell (2003) has termed “the other superpower.”
Resistances
Just as the forms and origins of U.S. foreign policy are based on a wide net of rich social relations, so too is resistance to those policies.  The armed resistance in Iraq itself has grown formidable, and Iraqi civil society weary of U.S. occupation.  The current situation in the Middle East is a product of colonialism, cold war militarization, and the demand for oil, all of which have fed into a long pattern of western support for autocratic regimes and internal suppression of the human rights of people living in the region.  These activities have returned to haunt the U.S. as it seeks to counter warlords and Taliban remnants in Afghanistan, the terrorist threat of al-Qaeda, and the insurgency in Iraq, all classic examples of what Chalmers Johnson, drawing on CIA discourse, termed “blowback,” the “unintended consequences of polices that were kept secret from the American people” (Johnson 2000, 8;  Kellner 2003).  As the highly placed Ayman al-Zawahiri of al-Qaeda said in late 2003:  “We thank God for appeasing us with the dilemma in Iraq and Afghanistan….  The Americans are facing a delicate situation in both countries.  If they withdraw, they will lose everything and if they stay, they will continue to bleed to death” (Anonymous 2005, xxi).   

Resistance is also growing in other places and other forms.  Key First World allies remain skeptical – France, Germany, Spain – as are publics in the U.S.’s official partners in occupation – Britain, Italy.  We are witnessing increasing challenges by the global South:  Hugo Chávez’s sponsoring of Cuba;  Brazil and Lula da Silva’s attempts to organize South-South trading blocs and confront Northern neoliberalism through the G-22 group at the WTO;  the 2005 election of Uruguay’s progressive Frente Amplio;  the toppling of two presidents, the election of Evo Morales, and popular pressure to nationalize the energy sector in Bolivia;  or the repeated challenges to the dominant political order by Aymara and Quechua peoples in Ecuador.  The World Social Forum is one example of the growth of global civil society; in evidence also is the global movement to end poverty, especially in Africa, marked by the holding of simultaneous gigantic concerts in both First and Third World cities in July 2005.  With the latest round of globalization, civil society is no longer confined to the border of the nation-state and is engaging in new types of contestation (Kaldor 2003, 2).  The global justice movement, or “movement of movements” (Mertes 2004) is now taking on imperialism, with the first truly global mobilization on February 15, 2003 when over 8 million people across the planet marched against the prospect of an American invasion of Iraq (Ali 2003b).  And while this popular movement did not prevent the war it has surely shaped the climate surrounding the aftermath of the war.  As Niall Ferguson (2005) points out (arguably, we might add), the U.S. is unable to be as fully ruthless in its pacification of Iraq as its predecessors, the British.  In no small part, this is due to the carefully watching eyes of global civil society (cf. Amnesty International 2005). 
Understanding resistances to U.S. foreign policy is also a key task for the sociology of U.S. foreign policy, and the broad framework developed here that focuses on rich social relations also directs our empirical and theoretical attention to the social origins and multiple forces of resistance.  When does consent fail?  How do people come to view themselves in opposition to official policy decisions and discourses?  How do global actors come to fashion a counter-weight to American unilateralism?  Under what conditions will the contradictions inherent in U.S. foreign policy overwhelm it and force a change?
Conclusions

The sociology of U.S. foreign policy should be a broad domain that focuses not only on key decision-makers and policies of government but also on the social relations and practices that produce social (dis)order.   We have here offered just one possible framework for a sociological synthesis of levels or dimensions of analysis as well as for the development of conceptual tools for cross-case comparisons to determine novelties from the unfolding of long-term or repeated trends.  This includes deploying multiple theoretical tools to tie together diverse sites and levels of analysis from the micro-, social psychological level, to national policy, business dynamics, discourse and media framing to global structures of political economics and culture.  How variously situated groups of people think, feel, and make sense of their world is as central to understanding foreign policy as are the political economy of oil or conventional military superiority.  The question of how consent is achieved and legitimacy granted or withheld is equally crucial.  Social relations must be at the center of analysis, not just individual decision-makers or disembodied constructions of the “interests” of states.  

All this defines a multiplicity of emerging terrains for research within a new field which we have called “the sociology of U.S. foreign policy.”  Many unanswered questions beckon us to explore and delineate this cartography of global power.  The introduction of this project could not be more timely or relevant.  Coming to terms with the origins, agents, capacities, and limitations of the American imperial project is vital for securing a future defined by social justice rather than domination.  Hopefully, a new sociology of U.S. foreign policy will be a small step in that direction.
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